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BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 
The present invention relates generally to Internet based conversations 
5 between individuals, and more particularly to improved techniques for connecting 
individuals in conversations based on the individuals' interests. 

Internet chat rooms have been in existence for some time. In general there 
are two types of chat rooms, private and public. In public chat rooms, anyone can join the 
chat room to discuss issues during any time that the chat room is active. In a public chat 
10 room, an individual typically locates the chat room and jumps into the conversation if it is 
appealing to the individual. The individual is able to simply listen in (i.e. view all 
comments as they are posted in the room) or the individual may join in by posting a 
comment. In general, there is no way to prevent an undesirable participant from joining 
in the conversation, possibly wasting the other participants' time. In private chat rooms, 
15 on the other hand, it is possible to prevent undesirable participants from joining a 
conversation. To join a private chat room, one typically needs a password that is 
disseminated by one or more of the current participants. In this way, a participant who 
starts a chat room is able, to some extent, to limit other participants from joining by 
giving the password to only those individuals they desire to join. Internet chat rooms are 
20 also fixed in the sense that they are typically pre-associated with a general topic. Such 

Internet chat rooms generally do not provide users with the ability to dynamically create a 
conversation with other users directed to current media content the users may be currently 
viewing. In particular, there is no ability to control access based on what is being said. 

Accordingly, what is needed in the art are methods and systems for 
25 dynamically matching and connecting two or more conversants to a conversation without 
the drawbacks associated with prior art systems such as chat rooms. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 
The present invention provides systems and methods for dynamically 
30 connecting two or more individuals to an Internet conversation based on their mutual 
interests, based on the media content they may be viewing arid based on what the 
individuals desire to converse about at the time they may be viewing specific media 
content. The techniques of the present invention allow an individual who starts a 



conversation to maintain full control over who is able to join that conversation as well as 
how many are able to join at any one time. In one aspect, the present invention provides a 
publicly accessible communications server that allows users to dynamically create and 
join conversations based on their current mutual interests related to media content the 
5 users may be viewing.. 

According to the invention, a user who desires to start or join a 
conversation about a particular story or topic associated with a media object selects an 
indicator associated with the specific topic or story. The indicator may be an icon or a 
text link, e.g. a "lets talk" text link. Upon selection of the indicator, the user is presented 

10 with an option to start or join a conversation. If the user desires to start a conversation, 
the user is presented with a comment page. The user then enters a comment, or 
comments, that preferably is intended to spark an interest in other users. The comment is 
then presented to other users, for example, users who select the option to join a 
conversation. Those users who may desire to join in a conversation with the "starting" 

15 user, or "conversation starter" will respond with their own comment, which is then 

presented to the conversation starter. The conversation starter reviews the comment, and 
if the comment is subjectively acceptable, the conversation starter brings the responding 
user into a conversation by, for example, selecting a "bring into conversation" icon or text 
link associated with the responding user's reply comment. The responding user and 

20 conversation starter are then connected in a messaging session, such as an instant 

messaging session. Multiple users may be connected in a single messaging session by the 
conversation starter in this manner. 

If the user desires to join a conversation, the user is presented with a list of 
any comments (from any conversation starters) that are associated with the selected 

25 indicator, e.g., the associated topic or story. The user may then respond to any of the 

presented comments by entering their own reply comment, which is then forwarded to the 
appropriate conversation starter for review. 

According to an aspect of the invention, a method is provided in a 
messaging server for connecting parties with mutual interests. The method typically 

30 comprises the steps of presenting media objects to a first user, accepting a first comment 
from the first user, and presenting the media object to a second user along with the first 
comment. The method also typically includes the steps of accepting a reply comment 
from the second user, and if the reply comment fits a matching criteria, connecting the 
first and the second user in a messaging session. 



According to another aspect of the invention, a method is provided in a 
messaging server for connecting parties with mutual interests. The method typically 
comprises the steps of presenting media objects to a plurality of users, accepting a first 
comment from a first one of the plurality of users, and presenting the media objects to the 
5 plurality of users along with the first comment. The method also typically includes the 
steps of accepting a reply comment from a second one of the plurality of users, presenting 
the reply comment to the first user, and connecting the first and the second user in a 
messaging session if the first user indicates approval of the reply comment. 

According to yet another aspect of the present invention, a method is 

10 provided, in a messaging server, for connecting parties with mutual interests. The method 
typically comprises the steps of presenting a media object to a plurality of users, 
accepting a first comment from a first one of the plurality of users, and presenting the 
media object and a link to the first comment to the plurality of users. The method also 
typically includes the steps of accepting a reply comment from a second one of the 

15 plurality of users in response to the first comment, presenting the reply comment to the 
first user, and connecting the first and the second user in a messaging session if the first 
user indicates approval of the reply comment. 

Reference to the remaining portions of the specification, including the 
drawings and claims, will realize other features and advantages of the present invention. 

20 Further features and advantages of the present invention, as well as the structure and 

operation of various embodiments of the present invention, are described in detail below 
with respect to the accompanying drawings. In the drawings, like reference numbers 
indicate identical or functionally similar elements. 



25 BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Figure 1 illustrates a general overview of an information retrieval and 
communication system including a messaging server according to an embodiment of the 
present invention; 

Figure 2 is a flow chart illustrating the general methodology of starting and 
30 joining a conversation according to an embodiment of the present invention; 

Figure 3 illustrates an exemplary page that includes a selectable indicator 
presented in association with a news story according to an embodiment of the present 
invention; and 
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Figure 4 illustrates a page including a list of conversations according to an 
embodiment of the present invention. 

5 DESCRIPTION OF THE SPECIFIC EMBODIMENTS 

Figure 1 illustrates a general overview of an information retrieval and 
communication network 10 including a messaging server 20 according to an embodiment 
of the present invention. In computer network 10, clients 30i to 30 N are coupled through 
the Internet 40, or other communication network, to messaging server 20. Only one 

10 messaging server 20 is shown, but it is understood that more than one messaging server 
can be used and that other servers providing additional functionality may also be 
interconnected in network 10 directly, over a LAN or a WAN, or over the Internet. 

Several elements in the system shown in FIG. 1 are conventional, well- 
known elements that need not be explained in detail here. For example, each client 30 

15 could be a desktop personal computer, workstation, cellular telephone, personal digital 
assistant (PDA), laptop, or any other computing device capable of interfacing directly or 
indirectly to the Internet. Each client 30 typically runs a browsing program, such as 
Microsoft's Internet Explorer, Netscape Navigator or the like, allowing a user of client 30 
to browse pages available to it from messaging server 20 or other servers over Internet 40. 

20 Each client also typically includes one or more user interface devices 32, such as a 
keyboard, a mouse, touchscreen, pen or the like, for interacting with a graphical user 
interface (GUI) provided by the browser in conjunction with pages and forms provided by 
the messaging server 20 or other servers. The present invention is suitable for use with 
the Internet, which refers to a specific global Internetwork of networks. However, it 

25 should be understood that other networks can be used instead of the Internet, such as an 
intranet, an extranet, a virtual private network (VPN), a non-TCP/IP based network, or 
the like. 

According to one embodiment, messaging server 20, and all of its 
components are operator configurable using computer code run using a central processing 
30 unit. Computer code for operating and configuring messaging server 20 as described 

herein is preferably stored on a hard disk, but the entire program code, or portions thereof, 
may also be stored in any other memory device such as a ROM or RAM, or provided on 
any media capable of storing program code, such as a compact disk medium, a floppy 
disk, or the like. 
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In general, users access and query messaging server 20 and other servers through 
clients 30 to view and download content such as news stories, advertising content, search 
query results including links to various websites and so on. Such content can also include 
other media objects such as video and audio clips, URL links, graphic and text objects 
5 such as icons and links, and the like. 

For example, a user accessing Yahoo's web site at www.Yahoo.com is able to 
view various news stories, view advertising content, conduct searches on various topics or 
keywords, access and search various web pages for related stories and web sites, and 
download video and audio clips. For Yahoo, web pages are organized in a tree structure. 

10 At the top of the tree is the entire Yahoo network. Under this node are various nodes, 

such as Yahoo Shopping, Yahoo Sports, Yahoo Yellow Page, Yahoo Search, etc. Under 
each of these nodes there may be a variety of descendant nodes, each of which may also 
have a variety of descendant nodes. For example, under the Yahoo Sports node are the 
NFL, NHL, NBA, etc nodes, and under the NBA node are Standing, Statistics, Games, 

1 5 etc nodes, and so on. 

For any user desiring to talk with other users about a particular subject, 
topic, news story, video or audio clip, etc. that may be presented to a user at client 30, the 
user must typically locate or create a chat room. As discussed above, typical fixed chat 
rooms or message boards may be undesirable for many users. The present invention 

20 provides a novel methodology for dynamically connecting two or more users having 
mutual interests to a conversation as will be discussed with reference to Figure 2. 

Figure 2 is a flow chart illustrating a methodology of starting a 
conversation or joining an active conversation according to an embodiment of the piresent 
invention. Initially, at step 100, a user identifies or locates a story or topic of interest, for 

25 example, by browsing various web pages or conducting a topic or keyword search. In 

one embodiment, as a user browses through various web pages, the user is presented with 
one or more selectable indicators on each page. Selection of an indicator provides the 
user with the ability to start or join a conversation as will be discussed below. 

Figure 3 illustrates an exemplary page 200 that includes a selectable 

30 indicator 210 presented in association with a news story according to an embodiment of 
the present invention. As shown, the exemplary news story is located under the Yahoo 
News node. Selectable indicator 210, in one embodiment, is a text link presented in 
association with the story and preferably includes a phrase indicative of conversation, 
e.g., as shown, "view conversations", or any other phrase such as "lets talk" or "80 people 



talking." It will be understood that any other selectable indicator, such as an icon, can be 
used instead" of a text link. Additionally, an indicator can be presented in association with 
any media object, other than a particular story or topic, that a user may desire to converse 
with other users about, such as a video or audio clip, a graphic object or a text object 
5 presented on the GUI, or any other media object. 

Multiple indicators may be concurrently provided on a page. For example, 
one selectable indicator may be provided in association with a story, and one indicator 
may be associated with a general topic which may include the subject matter of the 
particular story. As an example of this as relates to the Yahoo tree structure, a page might 

10 include one indicator associated with a particular story about an NBA game (e.g., 

associated with the Yahoo Sports/NBA/game node) and another indicator associated with 
the general NBA topic (e.g., associated with the ancestor Yahoo Sports/NBA node). 

Referring back to Figure 2, in step 105, the user selects a desired indicator. 
Once an indicator is selected, the user is presented with a page at step 110 including a list 

15 of conversations about the particular story or topic associated with the indicator that was 
selected. Figure 4 illustrates an exemplary page 300 including a list of conversations 
associated with indicator 210 of Figure 3. Preferably, the list includes a comment 310 (or 
copments) presented by the user who started the conversation (the "conversation starter"). 
Each comment may be presented as text, or it may be presented as a text link. Additional 

20 information 320 may be presented in lieu of, or in association with, the comments. Such 
additional information 320 is preferably determined by the conversation starter, and may 
include the user ID of the conversation starter, the gender, age, geographic location, 
political affiliation, or profession, etc. of the conversation starter, or any other pertinent 
information that may be useful in determining whether to try to join a conversation. In 

25 one embodiment, the conversation list includes only "open" conversations. Open 

conversations include conversations that may still be joined. For example, a conversation 
starter may have recently closed a conversation or may have indicated when starting a 
conversation that it be closed when a certain number of other users are joined. 

In one embodiment, the user is also initially given the option of starting a 

30 conversation. For example, as shown on page 200 of Figure 3, by selecting a "start your 
own conversation" indicator 220 (which may be an icon, text link, etc), the user will be 
able to start and control a conversation. A start conversation indicator 220 may also be 
presented on page 300 of Figure 4, or any other page. Thus, if after reviewing the 
conversations (e.g., comments), the user does not wish to attempt to join any of the open 
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conversations, they may start their own conversation. The user is also optionally given 
the option of browsing all conversations in one embodiment by selecting the browse 
conversations link 230. 

In an alternate embodiment, upon selection of an indicator at step 105, the 
5 user is presented with a page having the options to join or to start a conversation about the 
particular story or topic associated with the indicator that was selected. In this 
embodiment, if the user selects the join option, a page including a list of open 
conversations is then presented; if the user selects the start option, a comment page is 
presented (see step 140 below). 

10 In one embodiment, when the user selects an indicator associated with a 

node having descendant nodes, all or a subset of conversations associated with the node 
and its descendant nodes are displayed. Using the Yahoo tree structure as an example, if 
a user selects an indicator for the topic NBA (e.g., associated with the Yahoo Sports/NBA 
node), all or a subset of the conversations for the NBA iiode and it's descendants will be 

15 displayed (e.g., including conversations associated with the Yahoo Sports/NBA/game 
node). 

In step 112, the user selects whether to join a conversation or whether to 
start a conversation. In one embodiment, a selectable icon 330 is presented in association 
with each comment, in which case, the user may select to join a conversation by selecting 

20 icon 330. Alternately, the comments themselves may be presented as text links or other 
selection mechanism may be presented in association with each comment. Upon 
selecting a conversation, e.g., a comment, the user is presented with a response page at 
step 115. The user enters a reply comment (or comments) that is preferably responsive to 
the conversation starter's comment and that will be of interest to the conversation starter. 

25 At step 120, the reply comment(s) is sent to the conversation starter. At 

step 125, the conversation starter receives and reviews the reply comment. The 
conversation starter is also provided with options to accept or reject the reply comment, 
e.g. in the form of "accept" and "reject" icons or text links. If the reply comment is 
subjectively acceptable and the conversation starter selects the accept option, messaging 

30 server 20 connects the conversation starter and the responding user in a messaging 
session at step 130. In a preferred embodiment, the messaging session is an instant 
messaging session. If additional parties are already present in the conversation, or if 
additional parties are joined by the conversation starter, the instant messages are 
broadcast to all participants of the particular conversation. If the reply comment is 



subjectively unacceptable, or for some other reason the conversation starter selects the 
reject option, an appropriate "rejection" message is preferably sent to the responding user 
at step 135. A rejection message may also be sent if the conversation has recently closed. 
For example, the rejection message may indicate that the conversation is full or closed, or 
5 that the conversation starter is unsatisfied with the reply comment. 

If at step 112 the user selects to start a conversation, the user is presented 
with a comment page at step 140. The user then enters a comment, or comments, 
intended to spark the interest of other users. The comment(s) entered by the conversation 
starter are then presented to all other users who select the indicator associated with the 

10 story or topic with which the comment is associated (step 105). 

The comment page may also be configured to receive additional 
information in addition to the comment(s). For example, in one embodiment, the 
comment page may be configured to receive information about how many viewers may 
be presented with the comment(s), how long the comment(s) should be listed, or what 

15 type of users may be presented with the comment(s), e.g., based on gender, age range, 
user ID domains, etc. The conversation starter may also pre-select the number of 
participants to a conversation, before the conversation is closed. 

In one embodiment, during the conversation, the conversation starter is 
able to deselect a participant from the conversation, for example, by selecting a remove 

20 participant icon associated with the particular participant. That participant is then 

provided with an appropriate message indicating, for example, that the conversation has 
been closed, or that they are no longer a desired participant. The conversation starter is 
also preferably provided with the ability to close a conversation when they decide that 
enough participants have joined, and to reopen the conversation if more participants are 

25 desired. In this mariner, the conversation starter maintains full control over who 
participates in the conversation. 

While the invention has been described by way of example and in terms of 
the specific embodiments, it is to be understood that the invention is not limited to the 
disclosed embodiments. To the contrary, it is intended to cover various modifications and 

30 similar arrangements as would be apparent to those skilled in the art. For example, rather 
than selecting an indicator at step 105, the user may conduct a conversation search for 
comments having various keywords or phrases, or that were started by users fitting a 
particular profile (e.g., including gender, age, userlD, etc. criteria). Therefore, the scope 
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of the appended claims should be accorded the broadest interpretation so as to encompass 
all such modifications and similar arrangements. 
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